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Modelling the information-seeking behaviour of international students
in their use of social media in Malaysia

Sarah Bukhari, Suraya Hamid, Sri Devi Ravana, and Mohamad Taha Ijab.

Introduction. The understanding of the information-seeking behaviour of international students
using social media is limited. Therefore, the purpose of this research is to model the information-seeking
behaviour of international students when they use social media to find information.
Method. A mixed method approach was employed to collect data from the literature. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted with twenty international students of different demographic backgrounds
and with eleven staff members who work with international students. Questionnaires were distributed
to 205 international students from four universities in Malaysia. 
Analysis. Using the literature review and empirical data, we propose a model of the information-
seeking behaviour of international students who use social media, as validated and verified from the
questionnaire.
Results. The information-seeking activities were identified as informal searching, deciding,
interacting, following, verifying and saving. The sources were search engines, social media and face-to-
face settings. However, social media are more dominant than search engines and face-to-face
communication. The questionnaire validated the proposed model and demonstrated that demographic
variables exert a significant effect on the information-seeking behaviour of international students as
they use social media.
Conclusion. This research enhances the previous models of information-seeking behaviour by adding
the role of social media and provides valuable insights for international students, universities and
higher-education institutions.

Introduction

International students come from various countries and therefore from different
backgrounds and cultures. Seeking information is one of the inevitable activities
these students engage in when they study abroad (Yi, 2007). Ishimura and Bartlett
(2014) pointed out that information needs and information-seeking behaviour
among international and local students are different. However, there is limited
research that identifies such needs (Baharak and Roselan, 2013; Kim, Sin and He,
2013; Malaklolunthu and Selan, 2011; Smith and Khawaja, 2011; Yoon and Chung,
2017).

The difficulty faced by international students in obtaining specific and relevant
information whilst studying abroad may cause several issues, including mental
problems such as emotional distress and difficult in adaptation, social functioning,
and well-being in various aspects of social life (Liu, 2009). Such limitations could
also affect the academic performance and ability of these students, including their
experience accumulation, social connectedness and language ability. International
students are normally unable to obtain the information they need from libraries,
Google and the Web (Liu, 2009; Yoon and Chung, 2017). An emerging and
relatively easy method for seeking specific information is accessing it through social
media (Kim, Yoo-Lee and Sin, 2011). However, studies on the information-seeking
behaviour of international students in the current setting (e.g., settlement abroad
and academic process such as registration, student visa process, course information
and so on are lacking (Liu and Winn, 2009; Natarajan, 2012; Spink and Cole, 2006;
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Yoon and Chung, 2017). Therefore, the limited investigation into the effects of
social media on the information-seeking behaviour of international students must
be addressed to fulfil their perceived needs (Baharak and Roselan, 2013; Hamid,
Bukhari, Ravana, Norman and Ijab, 2016; Kim, Sin and Tsai, 2014; Malaklolunthu
and Selan, 2011; Yoon and Chung, 2017).

Current research on information-seeking behaviour focuses on understanding how
the Internet and social media have changed how students seek information. The
scholarly libraries and the Web (e.g., Google search) are used to search for
information through keywords. Despite this accessibility, these searches often
result in large quantities of general information (Junyi and Min, 2013). By contrast,
social media allows a person to build connections with different people and to use
them as a source of information (Chui et al., 2012; Steinfield, Ellison, Lampe and
Vitak, 2013; Xiong et al., 2018). According to Mackenzie (2005) a person on social
media regards other people as information sources in the form of relationships,
knowledge, communication behaviour, communication style and cognitive ability.

Wilson (2000) defines information-seeking behaviour as a consequence of a need
perceived by an information user, who, in order to satisfy it, makes demands upon
formal or informal information sources or services, resulting in either success or
failure. Social media websites and applications enable users to create and share
content (Penni, 2017). On social media, a person must connect with another person
or join a certain group to obtain information (Quinn, 2016). However, connections
among people (also called social capital) only provide a specific type of information,
opinions, advice and recommendations (Jaidka, Khoo and Na, 2013; Khoo, 2014;
Morrison, 2015; Steinfield, DiMicco, Ellison and Lampe, 2009). As the concept of
information-seeking behaviour in social media is different from that of the Web,
Google and other electronic databases, (Austin, Fisher Liu and Jin, 2012; Khoo,
2014; Schroeder, 2018), this research aims to answer the following research
question.

RQ: How can a model of information-seeking behaviour of international students
using social media be formulated and tested?

To answer this question, we employed a mixed method through the collection and analysis
of extant literature, interviews and questionnaires. The rest of the paper is organized as
follows. The next section presents the literature review, which is followed by a discussion
of the methods used in the research. Then follow the results, discussion and conclusion.

Literature review of information-seeking behaviour research

This literature review examines the current status of the research into the
information-seeking behaviour of international students in the context of social
media. The section starts with the information needs of international students and
the information sources they use to seek information. Subsequently, we review
extant work on the role of social media in supporting information-seeking
behaviour. Lastly, we review the five popular information-seeking behaviour
models. The summary of the literature review helps identify the research gap (see
Figure 1).

In the last few decades, researchers in developed countries have conducted studies
in different disciplines to identify the needs and information-seeking behaviour of
scholars, students and professionals. However, limited research identifies the
information needs and information-seeking behaviour of international students
(Yoon and Chung, 2017). The available literature (e.g,. Alemu and Cordier, 2017;
Hamid et al., 2016) identifies broad information needs and categorises the
information needs of international students into academic, financial, socio-cultural,
health and technology-related needs. Academic information requires dealing with
issues such as academic adaptation, academic performance, financial problems,
funds, admission processes and student insurance. Financial information includes
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work restriction in host countries, financial constraints, lack of part-time jobs,
research support, scholarship and high tuition fees. Socio-cultural information
deals with personal, social, religious and cultural adjustments, relationships with
other students and teachers, food, lifestyle, loneliness, acculturation stress,
friendship and interaction.

Health is another information need that international students encounter in a new
environment (Hamid et al., 2016; Yoon and Chung, 2017; Smith and Khawaja,
2011). The health information needs of international students pertain to the
weather, poor health services, difficulties with health insurance and challenges in
understanding health information and sources. Technology is an important need of
international students who seek information. In the past, libraries were the major
source of information. However, they lacked the comprehensive information
required by international students. With the advancement of technology in recent
years, the trend of information seeking has changed from libraries to other
platforms, such as Web search engines and social media. International students
utilise search engines (e.g., Google) and electronic libraries. However, the amount
of information yielded from such information sources is massive, thereby causing
an information overload. Social media provides specific information through social
connections. When international students connect with other people, they form a
network where they solve most of their problems.

Previous studies of information-seeking behaviour are based on libraries, recorded
literature and interpersonal contact (Wilson, 1999). However, the new media
environment (e.g., the Internet and social media) is blurring such boundaries
(Case, 2012). Accordingly, the authors in Alzougool, Chang, Gomes and Berry
(2013); Fortin (2000); Rowlands et al. (2008); and Saumure (2010), conducted
research on the information-seeking behaviour of students, professionals (Makri,
Blandford and Cox, 2008) and scholars (Meho and Tibbo, 2003) using electronic
legal resources. However, the information derived from the Web or Google is
general and massive (Junyi and Min, 2013). Using social media, international
students can connect with students, both local and international, and their
institute. These connections help them overcome homesickness, learn about new
cultures, solve problems, release stress and maintain their emotional stability. The
main social media roles identified from the literature are social interaction,
information source and education advocacy for international students. Social media
are information sources used on a daily basis, and it provides different types of
information about health, education, culture, institutions, teachers and students. In
this way, social media have become a source for fulfilling the information needs of
international students.

Dozens of models of information-seeking behaviour have been published over the
past decades. However, only a few models have become widely popular. Bukhari,
Hamid and Ravana (2016) employed the five most popular information-seeking
behaviour models used in previous research (Case, 2012). Every model (other than
Wilson's (1999), which is a general model) targets a specific audience (Figure 1).
However, studies on the information-seeking behaviour of international students
who use social media are limited, creating a gap in the literature. To seek
information on social media, a person must perform certain actions. Previously, a
person had to perform several specific activities to obtain information from
libraries. Studies on the role of social media and information-seeking behaviour of
international students exist; however, very few studies focus on the frequent
merging of these two fields (Khoo, 2014; Schroeder, 2018). Therefore, such studies
must be conducted to acquire knowledge about their information-seeking
behaviour. Ellis's information-seeking behaviour model is the dominant model
because it provides a useful design in terms of activities that users might want to
accomplish through systems (Makri et al., 2008; Meho and Tibbo, 2003).
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Figure 1: Summary of literature and the research gap

Research method

This research employed a mixed method to collect data (see Figure 2). Mixed-
method is a combination of qualitative and quantitative techniques (Neuman, 2014;
Williamson and Johanson, 2017). These two focuses on the strength and
incorporate the findings of others (Connaway and Radford, 2016; Creswell, 2013).
Two data collection instruments, interview and survey, are used. The data analysis
is a step-by-step process to get the findings from the data. This research used a
convenience sampling, which is a group of participants that are willing and easily
accessible (Creswell, 2013; Williamson and Johanson, 2017). First, data were
collected from semi-structured interviews to develop the proposed model.
Secondly, a questionnaire survey was implemented to validate and verify the model.
Semi-structured interviews were used in this research to identify problems and
obtain an in-depth understanding of the process of information-seeking behaviour
using social media. The literature scarcely addressed the phenomena explored in
this research, so interviews were employed to further explore the views,
experiences, beliefs and motivations of international students (Gill, Stewart,
Treasure and Chadwick, 2008). This method helped attain highly personalised data
from the respondents (Gray, 2003). The literature also inadequately explained
information-seeking behaviour in the context of social media, so semi-structured
interviews and a questionnaire were employed to explore the mechanisms of
information-seeking behaviour using social media and to develop and test a model
of this behaviour The next section explains information gathered about the
participants, data collection and data analysis, and discusses the results.

The details of the method are as follows.

Literature review. The first step is to analyse the problem by reviewing previous
work on social media use by international students to gain an understanding of
their information-seeking behaviour. The literature review focused on the
information needs of international students, their information sources and the role
of social media in supporting information-seeking behaviour. Data collection was
then conducted to confirm and support the findings of previous literature.

Semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews were conducted from
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October 2016 to January 2017. Invitations to participate in the interviews were e-
mailed and communicated face-to-face to twenty-five international students from
the University of Malaya through convenience sampling. After one week, a follow
up was done, and a series of interviews were performed with international students.
A total of twenty participants agreed to be interviewed. The semi-structured
interview questionnaires were divided into two parts. The first part dealt with the
demographic information of the international students. The second part contained
thirty open-ended questions that dealt with the steps, feelings and experiences
related to the students' information-seeking behaviour on social media before and
after coming to Malaysia. The data were collected until the saturation point was
obtained and no new information could be gathered, as discussed in the literature
review.

Proposed model. The findings of the interviews helped develop the model of
information-seeking behaviour of international students as they use social media
(Figure 3), which supports the literature review.

Test The proposed model was tested through validation and verification, which is
discussed in the results and discussion section. Questionnaires were used to collect
data from international students and administrative staff members who work with
international students.

Survey. Closed and open questions were used in the questionnaires co. In
addition, the questionnaires went through several stages of refinement and
assessment by two experts from the Library Information Science Department and
the Information System Department (University of Malaya). The questionnaires
aimed to incorporate the main construct according to the proposed information-
seeking behaviour model and provide sufficient details as required. The sample size
was selected according to the guidelines provided by Collins, Onwuegbuzie and Jiao
(2007), which specifies that the minimum number of participants when using the
quantitative method for correlational and causal comparisons can be sixty-four to
fifty-one for one-tailed tests and eighty-two to sixty-four for two-tailed tests.

The questionnaires were distributed in March 2017. To obtain a sample size greater
than eighty-two, we waited for about four months for the online questionnaires to
be completed by the participants. We began by contacting the participating
international students from the four universities (Table 1) whose e-mail addresses
were known or previously provided. Snowball sampling was also employed, as the
participants were asked to forward the e-mail containing the link to the
questionnaire to other individuals they believed could meet the qualifications for
participation. The participants were recruited by e-mail and social media platforms
such as Facebook and WhatsApp. After collecting the data from the international
students, an invitation letter was sent to the administrative staff from whom data
were collected during the interviews (Appendix C). Then, convenience sampling
was employed to obtain the response.
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S-
6

36 Female Administrative
staff

Degree Hostel 10 years

More
than
10
years

3 times an
hour

Facebook,
E-mail

Note: S-1= first staff, ISC = International Student Centre, FSKTM = Faculty of Computer Science and
Information Technology
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